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Our new ways of 
living Once just for 

hippies, there’s now 
a communal living 
option for everyone!

Tammy, Jack and Hazel  
(from left) feed the pigs with  
the help of some other members 
of their community
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W
ith society becoming more fragmented than 
ever, coupled with an ageing population, the fear 
is that we are in for a long, lonely old age. But it 
doesn’t have to be that way. Across the country, 
like-minded people are starting to get together, 

all looking at new ways of living. Whether it’s because you like 
the idea of chatting to your neighbour over the garden fence, or 
growing old surrounded by caring friends, new initiatives such  
as co-housing and park-home gated communities can give an  
old-fashioned sense of community spirit that’s so often lacking  
in towns and cities. Here, three women explain why they’ve 
ditched their old lives to embrace communal living…

Prima people

➺

‘We’re living  
the good life’
TAMMY BETSON, 35, is  
married to Mark, 41. They  
live with their two children, 
Hazel, 11, and Jack, nine, in 
Trelay Farm Co-Housing, a  
30-acre farm in north Cornwall

 ‘M
ark and I always fantasised 
about having our own farm, 
but without bags of money  
it looked as if it would remain 

nothing more than a dream. Now, though,  
we’re living the life we always wanted, and 
didn’t need to win the lottery to make it happen.

Over the years, we’ve moved around  
the UK with Mark’s job as a countryside 
warden. We lived in 
accommodation that 
came with the job – 
often it was in really 
beautiful grounds 
and gardens – but  
we always talked 
about having a farm. 

Then in 2009, I 
read about co-housing, where people live 
independently in their own private spaces, 
but come together regularly to socialise, eat 
and work. And after doing some research on 
the internet, I found Trelay Farm, a beautiful 
old farm in North Cornwall, which had been 
turned into a co-housing community. We 
arranged a visit in February 2010, and despite 
the cold, grey day, we fell in love with the 
place. We were given a warm welcome by 
the community and after just one more visit, 

decided this was where we wanted to be.  
We agreed to live by the community’s values, 
which are to show respect for each other, the 
land, animals and buildings, and moved into 
our home – a beautiful, rented, three-bedroom 
stone cottage – last April. 

During the week, I’ll meet up with 
neighbours and share jobs such as feeding 
our pedigree pigs, cleaning out the chickens 

and collecting eggs. 
Twice a month, we have 
“community days” where 
we work together on a 
big task, such as clearing 
the barn of junk or 
digging up vegetables  
to eat or sell at market. 
All the money we 

make from the farm goes back into it.
Friday nights often see us 

gathering for a community dinner, 
and we take turns to cook for the 
15 of us who live here. Luckily, I have a great 
slow-cooker recipe book. And the bonus is, 
the chef doesn’t have to wash up! The person 
cooking buys the ingredients and everyone 
pays about £2 towards the cost.

The children go to local schools, and at 
weekends, we head to the beach as a family, 

or just enjoy our idyllic surroundings – we 
have fields the children can run riot in, an 
orchard and bluebell woods. It’s a great 
way to live, but something we couldn’t have 
afforded to do on our own. 

At the moment, there are ten living spaces 
at Trelay, with a mixture of young families like 
us, couples and single people – though we 
hope more families with children will join us. 

The community was set up four years ago 
by 11 people. They set up a not-for-profit 
company and loaned their pooled money 
to the company to buy the farm freehold. 
Everyone living here becomes a member 
of the company and has equal rights and 
responsibilities, regardless of how much 
money they’ve put in. Mortgage, council  
tax, utilities, insurance, and maintenance 
bills are shared, with each household paying 
between £150 and £900 per month. 

Living here means Mark and I can do jobs 
we enjoy. Mark paints beautiful landscapes 
and runs a rural regeneration and social 
enterprise project in sustainable transport 
and tourism. I spend my time developing 
Tamariska Enterprises, offering holiday 
accommodation on the farm in cottages and 
yurts. Co-housing isn’t for hippies – it’s just 
people living together in a co-operative way 
with a shared aim. We think it will catch on!’
THe besT biT: ‘Being able to leave the 
responsibility of the farm to the other 
members if we go on holiday.’ 
THe downside: ‘Meetings! As a 
community, we have to meet and agree on 
everything, from whether to use wind turbines, 
to installing a new light in the barn.’ 
● For more details, visit www.tamariska 
enterprises.co.uk or www.trelay.org.

CO-HOUSing  
in A nUTSHell

■ A community where everyone has their 
own front door, but also some shared space 

and facilities, such as a common room, 
laundry or play area. 

■ Residents share the running of the 
community and might come together  

once a week for evening meals, gardening  
or to enjoy a coffee morning. 

■ There are around nine co-housing 
communities in the UK, with more  

on the way. 
■ For information from the UK Co-Housing 

Network, visit www.cohousing.org.uk.

‘We enjoy our idyllic 
surroundings – the
children run riot in 
the fields, orchards 
and bluebell woods’
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CO-HOUSing  
FOR SeniORS in  

A nUTSHell
■ 60 per cent of older women live  

alone and, with an ageing population,  
this number is set to rise. 

■ Most communities offer informal 
meetings or weekends where you can 

experience the reality of the community.
■ ‘The model for an older person’s co-

housing development would be a broad 
age range – from 50 upwards – with around 

24 people involved,’ says Maria Brenton,  
a consultant working with OWCH.

■ Book your place on a course to learn 
the practicalities and legalities of starting a 
community at www.thresholdcentre.co.uk, 

or call 01747 821929.
■ To find out more, visit www.owch.org.uk.
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 ‘T
he other week, my smoke alarm 
kept beeping. Not only was it 
unsettling, but after calling in 
several professionals and getting 

conflicting views, it also left me feeling fed  
up of being on my own. It made me think,  
not for the first time, how nice it would be  
to live in a community of people I could  
turn to in moments of need.

Since losing my long-term partner three 
years ago, I’ve felt lonely in my three-bedroom 
house, and I’ve suffered anxiety attacks.  
I worry about growing frail alone. I know  

people who’ve had mini strokes or broken 
bones after a fall, and just the other day, a 
friend was held at knifepoint and made to 
hand over her car.

My children live 
abroad – James, 37,  
in Switzerland and 
Anna, 34, in Canada  
– so there’s no family to 
call on. My neighbours, 
mostly young families, 
keep to themselves. 
I have lots of friends, and we meet up and 
enjoy evenings out, but that takes a lot of 
effort to arrange. It’s not the same as being 
able to knock on a nearby door when you 
feel like company.

I’d looked into retirement homes, but 
they felt like last-chance saloons. Then, 

researching on the internet last year,  
I discovered the OWCH group and joined 
without hesitation. This group was exactly 
what I was looking for – a lovely set of 
interesting women, aged between 55 to 80, 
from a variety of backgrounds and cultures, 
who all lived alone, but wanted to live together 
in a co-operative community in London. 

The group has been running for over ten 
years now. We hold regular monthly meetings, 
workshops and social events, which are great 
fun. Our plans are finally coming together 
and there’s plenty to talk about. We discuss 
the practical things, such as making sure we 
incorporate a common room or lounge where 
we can eat and meet. In some of our more 
ambitious moments, we dream of having  
a community cinema installed!

We’ve partnered with a developer – 
Hanover Housing Group – which has bought 
a site in High Barnet to build our flats on. 
Some of us intend to buy, others will rent. 
We’re not sure of the prices yet, but I’m 
hoping the sale of my house will cover it 

with cash to spare. 
We’re now waiting for 
planning permission 
from the local council, 
and I can’t wait for  
our dreams to  
become a reality.’
THe besT biT:  
‘The company of  

a community of like-minded people, with 
energy and spirit, but the luxury of having  
your independence and own front door.’
THe downside: ‘Downsizing from a  
three-bed house to a two-bed flat with  
shared garden space will be a challenge  
– I’m starting to declutter in preparation!’

‘We’re creating 
our dream 
community’
ANGELA MILNE, 67, a 
science teacher from north 
london, belongs to the Older 
Women’s Co-Housing group 
(OWCH), which is setting up 
the first co-housing site for 
older women in the UK

➺

‘In some of our more 
ambitious moments, 
we even dream of 
having a community 
cinema installed!’

Angela, centre,  
enjoys making plans  
at an owCH meeting 
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gATeD 
PARK-HOMe 

COMMUniTieS  
in A nUTSHell

■ The legal definition of a park home is a 
mobile home, but in reality, they are modern, 
timber-framed bungalows that sit on a steel 

chassis, with luxury fixtures and fittings. 
■ You can buy a home already on site, or 
have one built to order. Most parks only 

allow people aged 50+ to buy.
■ Parks should be members of either 

The National Park Homes Council (www.
theparkhome.net) or British Holiday and 

Homes Parks Association www.bhhpa.org.
uk) – these organisations abide by the  

Park Home Charter.
■ Find more information on parks such as 
Kings Park Village at www.britanniaparks.

com and www.parkhomeliving.co.uk.
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 ‘O
ur grandchildren, family and 
friends love visiting us here in 
the “village”. With a fishing lake, 
swimming pool and social club 

on site, they say their visits feel like mini-
holidays. Moving here is the best thing we’ve 
ever done, and I look forward to coming 
home in the evenings from my job as a  
team leader in a call centre, to see my  
friends and neighbours. 

It all started four years ago when my 
husband Fred retired from his job as a 
transport manager, and we decided to 
downsize from our three-bedroom semi in 
Rainham, Essex, to free up some capital.  
Our sons, Paul, 45, and Darren, 40, had long 
left home, so we didn’t need the space. We’d 

first heard about park-home living eight years 
ago at the Ideal Home Exhibition and liked the 
idea, so we visited Kings Park Village – and 
fell in love. The bungalows were set in idyllic 
green surroundings with a shop, launderette 
and social club on site, plus 24-hour security. 
Everything was clean, well-kept and quiet. 

We sold our house for £230,000 and 
bought our brand-new, two-bedroom, 40ft by 
20ft, fully-furnished bungalow for £175,000. 
We also pay a monthly ground rent of £209. It 
should have been a wrench leaving our home 
of 38 years, but things had changed since 
we’d moved there in the late 1960s when 
your neighbours were your best friends.

We’ve recaptured that old community spirit 
in our new home, though, and we’ve made 
some great friends. We use the social club 
a few times a month for quiz nights, bingo 
and dancing. We also drop in on elderly 
single neighbours (there are a few women 
in their 80s) for coffee, and Fred often does 
odd-jobs like fixing taps or mending tiles 
for neighbours. We’re always in and out of Fe

at
ur

e:
 K

im
 J

on
es

  P
ho

to
s:

 T
ho

m
as

 S
ko

vs
en

de

For more fascinating lifestyle stories, visit  www.allaboutyou.com

one another’s homes – nobody should ever 
feel lonely here. There’s the feeling we’re all 
looking out for each other, too – when I went 
into hospital with a hernia last year, so many 
of my neighbours visited me. 

There’s no battle over parking spaces 
and no loud music. In fact, it’s pretty much 
perfect. Fred is enjoying his retirement, fishing 
on the nearby lake, and I’m looking forward 
to retiring this year so I can spend more time 
at home. I’ll join the dance and art classes at 
the social club, and do more gardening – we 
won Garden of the Year last year, so we have 
a reputation to keep up!’
THe besT biT: ‘The 24-hour security. It’s 
good to know there’s a guard on duty through 
the night if you hear a noise or even if you 
can’t fit a lightbulb.’
THe downside: ‘House prices appear 
cheap at first sight, but the ground rent  
is something to watch out for. Ours has  
risen slightly every year, and I’d like to  
see it capped.’ 

‘I love coming 
home now’
PAULINE STURLEY, 66, 
lives with husband Fred, 72, 
in an over-50s park home  
at Kings Park village, Canvey 
island, essex

A park-home village is  
the ideal environment  
for a relaxing retirement

Fred often pops  
round to do odd jobs  
for his neighbours


